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This article treats aspects of family life for which there are comparable data from
students at three or more points over the 75-year period 1924–1999, beginning with
the 1924 Middletown high school surveys and drawing on the replications of 1977,
1989, and 1999. We reassess the Lynds’ positioning of families in a trajectory of space
and time that emphasized family decentering or dis-integration, and that assumed
that technological changes extending a family’s circulation in time and space re-
duced family solidarity. Although national data suggest that some family decline has
indeed occurred since the 1970s, among Middletown students last surveyed in 1999
there is quite remarkable stability in several of the Lynds’ indicators. Trends in top-
ics of parent-child disagreement and students’ perceptions of ideal parental traits
suggest that family change does not necessarily mean family decline, and trends in
emotional solidarity with parents, beginning in 1977, yield no evidence of decline.
The Lynds assumed a linear, additive relation between family decline and nonfamily
space/time utilization. We argue that their space/time indicators are problematic
as correlates of family solidarity and suggest alternative measures. Students of 1999
reported spending less time with parents than did their predecessors, but their
identification with and perceived closeness to parents was not lower than in earlier
decades. At century’s end, Middletown students seemed insulated from the widely
reported national trend toward “rapidly loosening family bonds,” and continuity
rather than family decline seemed the dominant trend. As parental time with chil-
dren is significantly related to, but accounts for little of the variance in, children’s
emotional solidarity with parents, further work is needed on predictors of emotional
solidarity in families.
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In 1924, as part of the classic study of the midwestern city they called “Middletown”
(Muncie, Indiana), Robert and Helen Lynd surveyed the city’s high school students. A
half-century later, Middletown’s students participated in a first replication of the Lynds’
surveys, responding to the same questions students of their grandparents’ generation had
answered. The replication generated several studies of family change over the period 1924–
1977 (Alwin, 1988; Caplow et al., 1982; Bahr, 1980), but two data points do not make for
reliable trend estimation. Evidence from the 1977 replication, sufficient to demonstrate
that some things indeed had changed, was not very useful in tracing patterns of change or
pointing to future trends. Since 1977 there have been two more replications of the high
school surveys, spaced at approximately 10-year intervals. Now, four data points in hand,
estimations of whether a 1977 frequency represented a peak, a trough, or a continuing
trend can be made with greater confidence.

Our interest in Middletown does not depend on its typicality or the generalizability of
trends there to other cities. Middletown is one community and there is no reason why
regional or national trends should necessarily develop there at the same time or rate as
they play out elsewhere. Nowadays, if one is interested in national trends, there are plenty
of national samples to draw upon. Middletown continues to be of interest not because
of its typicality but because of its place in the history of American community studies. As
the site of the first attempt to apply holistic ethnographic research to an American city,
it is a sociological outcropping, a community where the benchmarks, both statistical and
qualitative, from early in the past century are perhaps better than for any other city of
comparable size. The Lynds selected it because, in their view, it was not markedly atypical
and, therefore, “as representative as possible of contemporary American life” (Lynd and
Lynd, 1929, p. 6), yet their own research led them to doubt its representativeness. One
of the recurring themes in both Middletown and Middletown in Transition (Lynd and Lynd,
1937) was that Middletown’s people, at least a sizable segment of them, did in fact lag
behind their counterparts in other regions. Some segments of the community were more
“modern” than others, and some community problems were traceable to differential rates
of resistance to change within the community.

The publication of Middletown impacted America’s image of itself. “Whether the place
was truly typical was beside the point; readers saw enough of themselves and their neigh-
bors in the book to accept it as a mirror” (Bahr and Caplow, 1991, p. 83). Middletown
seems less typical at the end of the 20th century than at the beginning, but as the topic
of the first sociological bestseller, a classic depiction of community life “that transcends
social science, taking its place alongside the literary classics of Sherwood Anderson and
Sinclair Lewis as timeless portrayals of the United States in transition from town and vil-
lage to industrial urbanism” (Bahr, 2003, p. 887), it has an intrinsic continuing interest
for students of American urban life. In a word, Middletown is now relevant because it is
Middletown.

The book on Middletown families that followed the 1977 replication (Caplow et al.,
1982) concluded that despite a widely accepted national myth of family decline, in this
one city families seemed at least as strong as they had been in the 1920s. When family
change was assessed with reference to the available empirical benchmarks, there appeared
“no appreciable decline in the Middletown family during the past 50 years.” Thus findings
from Middletown in the mid-1970s supported what has come to be known as the “family
solidarity” thesis—the view that while social and family change may create difficulties,
stress, and even apparent “crisis” for families and individuals, still “families have historically
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been, and continue to be, adaptive and resilient in the face of social change” (Bengtson,
Biblarz, and Roberts, 2002, p. 135)—over the “family decline” hypothesis. The findings
from two more surveys of Middletown’s adolescents over the past two decades bear directly
on the question of whether “solidarity” has continued or if “decline” now characterizes
family trends in Middletown. We note, at the outset, that in the wider society there is
evidence in support of both family decline (Poponoe, 1993; Cherlin, 1999; Putnam, 2000)
and continued solidarity (Alwin, 1996; Bengtson, Biblarz, and Roberts, 2002), and stress
that the present contribution to the debate is based on data on a handful of indicators
from adolescents in only one community.

Much of our analysis consists of comparisons between the Middletown students of 1999
and those of 1977. As trends in student characteristics may reflect or be influenced by
changes in the city as a whole, some attention to the demographic context is in order.
Trends for the period 1980–2000, as indicated by U.S. census data, may serve as estimates
for the period 1977–1999.

According to the census reports, Middletown’s 1980 population was 77,216. Over the
next two decades it declined, dropping to 71,035 in 1990, then to 67,430 in 2000. Some
of the population loss was due to the growth of residential subdivisions outside the city
limits, but the downward trend was real, for the county as a whole also lost population,
declining in the 1980s from 128,587 to 119,659, and to 118,769 by 2000.

Middletown at century’s end was not much different from the city of two decades earlier.
It was a little more ethnically diverse, its population a little older, its economy slightly more
dominated by education and service industries and a little less dependent on manufac-
turing. The differences are slight, and demographic continuity rather than change is the
apparent trend. In 1980, Middletown’s ethnic minorities accounted for about 12 percent
of the population, including African Americans (9.6 percent), Hispanics (0.9 percent),
and Asians (0.6 percent). By the year 2000, the aggregate ethnic population had risen
to perhaps 15 percent, including 11.7 percent African Americans, 1.4 percent Hispanics,
and 1.1 percent Asians.

The long-term trend from manufacturing to professional and service industries had
continued, service occupations accounting for slightly more employment in 2000 (20 per-
cent, as compared to 17 percent in 1980) and manufacturing and construction accounting
for considerably less (24 percent, compared to 31 percent in 1980). The percentage of
residents classified by the Census Bureau as “poverty status” was the same in 2000 as in
1980—23 percent.

Education continued to be the city’s largest industry, evidenced both by the proportion
of the workforce employed directly in “education, training, and library occupations” (over
8 percent at both points) and by the “bulge” in the city’s age distribution at the late teen
and early adult years. Well over one-fourth (29 percent in 1980, 28 percent in 2000) of
Middletown’s people were between the ages of 15 and 24. The median age in 2000 was
29, compared to 26 in 1980, and persons 65 and older were a slightly larger slice of the
population (13 percent, as compared to 11 percent).

We shall consider several aspects of family life for which there are comparable data
from Middletown students at three or more points over the 75-year period 1924–1999. In
particular, we reassess the Lynds’ positioning of Middletown families in a trajectory of space
and time that emphasized family decentering or dis-integration, and that assumed that
technological changes extending a family’s circulation in time and space meant decline
in the “dominance” (or solidarity or salience) of the family.
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MIDDLETOWN FAMILIES IN SPACE AND TIME

The Lynds’ model of Middletown families assumed a two-dimensional context—space and
time—within which families were expanding “outward,” driven by winds of secularization
and modernization or drawn by opportunities beyond, in each case weakening the hold of
the center, variously described as the “dominance” or “control” of the family. In physical
space, there was a literal decentering facilitated by new technologies of travel. Compared
to the recent past, more people were working outside the home, and at greater distances,
and the automobile allowed family members to take advantage of a wider range of recre-
ational opportunities than before. Other “inventions remaking leisure,” the movies and
radio, while their ultimate impact on the family was unclear, seemed to contribute further
to its displacement, either by attracting family members to watch and play beyond the
boundaries of home or by replacing family activities with those offered by outsiders.

FAMILIES IN SPACE

To the Lynds, the traditional family was place specific, its functions mostly performed
within bounded family space. Modernization and secularization were processes whereby
family functions and activities were dispersed more widely in space, and to institutions
other than the family. Middletown’s homes, second only to the workplace as “the most
apparent locus of the lives of the community” (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, p. 93), were explicitly
centered in physical space: “Here . . . in this array of dwellings, ranging from the mean and
cluttered to the spacious and restful, Middletown’s most ‘sacred’ institution, the family,
works out its destiny” (1929, p. 102). Families were “rooted,” and residential mobility
denoted shallow roots. Modern families moved more than traditional ones, the working
class more frequently than the business class. Therefore, the “place roots” of the working
class were shallower (1929, p. 109).

Compared to the houses and yards of the 1890s, those of the 1920s tended to be smaller,
and the “obvious” implications were that smaller homes and yards impacted family privacy,
children’s play space, and “even . . . the former sense of substantial pride in the appearance
of one’s ‘place’.” This shrinkage of family space had countervailing effects: for some, the
focus of status striving and conspicuous consumption had shifted from yard to car. The
trend to smaller yards had the effect of “driving the family closer to the house,” yet at
the same time the disappearance of the parlor as a separate room, and the resulting
loss of options for privacy at home, had the effect of driving some family members out,
contributing to “many a daughter . . . leaving home with her ‘date’ to ‘get away from the
family’ and find privacy in the anonymity and darkness of the movies or automobile”
(Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 93–95, 99).

The family home might represent newness and modernity, or it might exert a con-
servative influence. Changes in the availability of credit meant that young families were
able to have new homes sooner, houses oriented to the new ways of doing things, and
so the conservative influence of the family home itself had weakened. Previously, “the
mother-daughter method of handing down household knowledge was emphasized . . . by
the conservative influence of the physical shell of the home.” Now daughters schooled
in new “domestic science” sometimes ridiculed their parents’ old-fashioned ways. New
labor-saving household technologies were augmented by the advice of experts in women’s
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magazines, and “the sequence of mother-daughter inheritance” had been interrupted
(Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 97, 133–134).

That interruption did not necessarily produce a generation gap. The argument that
modernization decreases child-parent solidarity is partly based in the notion that children,
socialized in the present, learn attitudes and practices out of phase with those their parents
acquired as they grew up. But many parents who themselves are challenged by change try
to socialize their children in ways that prepare them for the coming world (Alwin, 1988;
Inkeles, 1983), and therefore no automatic “generation gap” is inherent in parent-child
relations.

The Lynds observed a trend toward smaller families. That, too, was linked to the cen-
trifugal effects of modernism, for the desire for small families reflected the wishes of the
wife to work outside the home or for both husband and wife to invest themselves in pro-
fessional or social pursuits other than child rearing (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, p. 131). The
trend toward smaller families, an index of secularization, was spreading from the business
to the working class.

Centrifugal tendencies reducing the dominance of home and family continued into
the Depression years. Of the city’s children in the mid-1930s, the Lynds wrote: “The urban
child’s out-of-school life appears to be swinging through a cycle: from close domination
by parents . . . to the present increasing organization, not by parents and home, but by a
variety of ‘youth’ agencies” (Lynd and Lynd, 1937, p. 290).

The conflicting pressures exerted on family space by the automobile are illustrated in
the Lynds’ comment that the shrinkage of family yard space noted in their earlier book had
continued: “In 1925 Middletown youngsters, driven from street play to the sidewalks, were
protesting, ‘Where can I play?’,” but in 1935 they were retreating even from the sidewalks
(Lynd and Lynd, 1937, p. 265). Still, not all the pressures were centrifugal. More parents
were teaching their children about sex, the Lynds said, because no one else was doing it;
and while the automobile de-centered the family by lengthening the tether to the family
home, if family members motored together it had the effect of concentrating them in
moving space. Some mothers reported they never felt as close to their families as when
they were together in the car. So sometimes the auto had a tendency to hold families
together, and sometimes not (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 145, 257).

Trends that weakened families had a like effect on neighborhoods. Closing their chapter
on the houses in which Middletown lived, the Lynds wondered if the “slow trend towards
home ownership” might become a “permanent drift,” for if it did, then the centrifugal
trend tending toward “the disintegration of the neighborhood as a social unit” might be
slowed (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 61, 109).

FAMILIES IN TIME

Tendencies toward dispersion were also apparent on the time dimension. In the Lynds’
idealization of 1890s Middletown, families worked and played at home. By the 1920s,
not only were activities formerly centered in the family provided by agencies physically
separate from home, but in buying one’s bread or taking one’s child to kindergarten more
of one’s time was spent with members of the community who were not family.

Many family problems identified by the people of Middletown were assumed, both by
them and by the Lynds, to be related to the increased time family members spent away from
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home. Moreover, the apparent gradual disintegration of home and neighborhood created
problems for the community. The Lynds argued that community cohesion, as indicated
by conformity to group standards, was threatened by rapid change, which weakened the
dominance of the home, as measured by time spent in family space, presumably with
family members. Time in the home was an index to the dominance of the home in the
institutional competition, and “today,” they wrote, “the swiftly moving environment and
multiplied occasions for contacts outside the home are making it more difficult to secure
adherence to established group sanctions” (1929, pp. 132–133). They continued that “even
from the earliest years of the child’s life the former dominance of the home is challenged.”
Parental authority was attenuated because children learned new ways and spent time with
outsiders instead of carrying on family traditions: “Nor can parental authority reassert
itself as completely as formerly by the passing on of skills from father to son. Less often
does a son learn his trade at his father’s work bench . . . nor do so many daughters learn
cooking or sewing at their mothers’ side; . . . And, with entry into high school, the agencies
drawing the child away from home multiply” (1929, pp. 133–134).

We have highlighted the space/time dimension of home and family in Middletown
because many of the trends described there continued to play out across the century.
Observers have not yet fully understood the implications for families of the new technolo-
gies, whether we speak of the automobiles, telephones, radios, and household appliances
available to the Middletowners of 1924, or the air travel, television sets, videocassette
recorders, computers, and cell phones of more recent times. The problems the Lynds
raise are familiar, for they continue to confront our own society, and to raise issues of
possible “family decline.”

FAMILIES IN EMOTION SPACE

Cross-cutting the space/time context is a third dimension, occasionally mentioned or
inferred in Middletown but not represented in the student surveys. In the final chapter
of Middletown, the Lynds refer to emotional commitment, “emotional loyalties,” and the
“emotional ramifications” of change and reaction to it. They raise the possibility of “emo-
tional explosion” if the discrepancy is too great between the valued old ways of doing
things and the changes wrought by the introduction of new technologies. They speak of
“emotional adjustment and maladjustment,” and “emotional defense” (1929, p. 501) in
connection with change generally, but not specifically in reference to families.

In Middletown in Transition (Lynd and Lynd, 1937, p. 202), they allude to emotional
closeness in families, observing that during the Depression “many families have drawn
closer together and ‘found’ themselves” and that a family’s ability to survive the Depression
may depend on whether “its sources of security and cohesion are mainly external—amount
of money and material possessions, or dependence upon maintaining customary status in
the community—or mainly internal , bound up with personal intimacy between husband
and wife or parents and children.” In Middletown in Transition the Lynds qualify their
earlier identification of the job as the dominant focus of Middletown’s activity (Lynd
and Lynd, 1929, pp. 21, 93), noting that “personal relationships, particularly the close
relationships within the family, are toughly resistant to change from without,” and quoting
with approval Paul Lazarsfeld’s statement: “Personal relations have exhibited a greater
capacity for resistance to disintegration than have relations to one’s work and to other
social institutions” (Lynd and Lynd, 1937, p. 202).
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They speak of the emotional aspects of family life in phrases such as “personal intimacy”
or “close relationships,” but never explicitly identify or name the factor underlying the
heightened family “closeness” that comes from facing economic challenge together or
from shared activity. Many times they touch it obliquely: in reference to the need for
more study of the concept of “security” and “the capacity of individuals and of the family
unit to withstand uncertainty, deprivation, and fear”; in their quotations from Middletown
people who saw in the challenges of an economic depression some pressures toward “the
strengthening of family ties”; in their description of a loyalty dimension of the “Middletown
spirit,” which, they say, involves placing one’s own family first; in Middletown’s belief
that “the family is a sacred institution” and that parents should “give up things for their
children”; and in reference to the “emotional support” of families that sustains their
children’s struggle for higher education (1937, pp. 147, 202, 210, 407, 410–411). They
refer to emotional solidarity in a comment that the lack of community of interest and
frankness between husband and wife has “far-reaching” negative emotional outcomes, and
in the statement that “there are some homes in Middletown . . . which one cannot enter
without being aware of a constant undercurrent of sheer delight, of fresh, spontaneous
interest between husband and wife” (1929, pp. 120, 130).

The metaphor of “closeness” suggests some counterpart of physical or temporal space, as
does the Middletown businessman’s statement that home life “is the center of everything”
(1929, p. 177). We refer to this unnamed dimension as “emotional space” or emotional
solidarity. It is an aspect of both marital and family relations. It is not surprising that the
Lynds described it without explicitly naming or measuring it. Not until the 1990s was there
finally “a dramatic surge in research on the affective dimension of marital interaction”
(Bradbury, Fincham, and Beach, 2000, p. 966), and theoretical work on the emotional
aspects of marital and parent-child relations continues to be neglected (Knapp and Olson,
2001; Gottman, Katz, and Hooven, 1997).

THE DATA

The Lynds conducted two high school surveys. A three-page, true-false questionnaire on
student attitudes was administered in junior and senior social science classes to about
550 respondents. A longer questionnaire on “the life of the high school population” was
administered in all English classes in the senior high school. The 700–800 students who
completed it comprised about three-fourths of the student body.

This questionnaire was mostly an inquiry into family characteristics and student-parent
relations. Fifteen of its 25 items dealt in one way or another with family matters. There were
lengthy checklists on topics of disagreement with parents and desirable qualities of parents,
the latter asked separately for mothers and fathers; items on numbers of mealtimes in the
past week shared with a parent and number of hours in the past week spent with one or
both parents “having what you consider a good time at home or elsewhere,” followed by a
query on what activities constituted that “good time.” Several items invoked the dimension
of space, referring to home as a place, asking what students were doing there that they
were most interested in, how many evenings a week they spent there, whether they were
employed, how they had spent the day on the two previous Sundays, what chores they did
around home and yard, and whether they disagreed with their parents about the time
they got home at night, the number of nights they were out, or use of the family car.
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Much of this information on Middletown’s families is now lost because the original
questionnaires were destroyed. Only items for which response distributions were pub-
lished are available for comparisons. If we except the items on disagreements with par-
ents, only one of the home-as-place items yielded a numerical distribution published in
Middletown.

Answers to that item, “How many evenings in the past seven have you been home
all evening from supper to bedtime?” were treated by the Lynds as evidence for “the
diminishing place of the home in the life of the child.” Citing findings that “the hour you
get in at night” and the “number of times you go out on school nights during the week”
were the most frequently reported topics of disagreement with parents, the Lynds inferred
that Middletown students were away from home more than their parents or grandparents
had been. Unfortunately, there was no statistical support for this generalization, for they
had no equivalent data from earlier cohorts. The reader cannot know whether the finding
that “approximately half of the boys and girls . . . are at home less than four evenings out of
the week” represents a major shift from the previous generation, or only the continuation
of a slow trend (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 134–135). Lacking quantitative evidence, the
Lynds offered anecdotal support, quoting parents about how hard it was to keep their
children at home. Given the lack of comparative data from any previous time or place,
whatever meaning this particular distribution of evenings home or away might have had
could only derive from its textual context, and that was a discussion on “the relaxing of
parental control” and “the declining dominance of the home and early sophistication of
the young” (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 135, 138, 140).

The time dimension was also well represented in the Lynds’ questionnaire. Indeed,
had they published the results, or preserved their completed questionnaires, their data
on student time use in the 1920s would be a priceless benchmark. Alas, their tallies of
homework hours, extracurricular activity, and good times with parents are lost; nowhere
in Middletown are the findings reported.

To summarize: from the students of 1924 we have data on two measures of family
space/time: (1) the number of evenings students stayed home the previous week and
(2) an item on sources of spending money that includes employment as an option. Three
additional items for which there are published data from 1924 include family space/time
options as possible responses. These are: (3) student reports of main topics of disagree-
ment with their parents; (4) student choices of “traits most desirable in a mother and in a
father”; and (5) reports of sources of information about sexuality, in which both parents
and outside agencies are options.

The 1977 replication combined the Lynds’ school life and attitude instruments in an
eight-page questionnaire administered to the entire student population of the city’s four
public high schools. The questionnaire contained most of both Lynd instruments plus
new items on school life, occupational aspirations, attitudes, and family background.

By 1977, Middletown’s high schools had changed from three- to four-year schools. Ques-
tionnaires were given to all students, including freshmen. From an estimated population
of 4,000 students, 3,257 completed instruments were obtained, or over 81 percent of the
accessible enrollment (Caplow et al., 1982). The 1989 replication was conducted in the
same manner, with questionnaires administered by teachers in homerooms on a given
day to the entire population of the city’s three high schools (one had closed). From
an estimated total enrollment of 3,200, 2,634 completed instruments were obtained, an
82 percent response rate.
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The 1999 instrument, a moderately revised version of the 1989 questionnaire, was ad-
ministered in homerooms by teachers, but only to students from whom parental per-
mission forms had been received. Respondents received a $2 honorarium. From a total
accessible enrollment of about 2,200, 1,570 usable questionnaires were obtained, a re-
sponse rate of 71 percent.

The high school students of 1924 were a more select group than those of the later
surveys. For one thing, school nonattendance and drop-out rates were higher in the early
1920s, when only about 80 percent of young people aged 7–17 were in school, compared
to over 90 percent in 1970 and later. Also, in the 1920s the odds of finishing high school
were substantially lower for boys and for African Americans of either sex than for white
girls. For further discussion of procedures in the 1999 replication, problems of sample
comparability, truncation, and changes in the composition of the Middletown high school
population between 1924 and the replications of 1977–1999, see Caplow, Bahr, and Call
(in press).

FINDINGS: THE LYND VARIABLES

As noted above, previous analysts, drawing on the 1977 high school surveys and also on
surveys of the city’s adults, concluded that the prevailing hypothesis of family decline was
not supported by the data on family life in Middletown 1924–1977. The trends seemed
more suggestive of family stability than decline, and in some ways family life in Middletown
had improved since 1924. Even so, while countering the “myth” of family decline, they
cautioned that a continuation of certain trends, for example, continued decreases in the
marriage or the birth rate, or continued increases in the proportion of single adults, or
in rates of employment among mothers of young children, might threaten the viability of
the family as an institution. From the vantage point of century’s end, it appears that some
family decline has occurred, part of a general attrition in “social connectedness” in the
nation as a whole over the past 30 years (Putnam, 2000).

One of the things that seems to have happened between 1924 and 1977, and particularly
between the Great Depression and the late 1960s, was an increase in familism and social
connectedness that apparently peaked in the 1960s. There followed a decline over the
next three decades or so, such that analysts writing at the end of the century could look
back on a generation of decline. As a result of that cycle, the description of recent family
trends in the United States seems an uncanny echo of the Lynds’ descriptions of the
impacts of secularization and modernism on Middletown’s families in the early years of
the century. Thus, Putnam (2000, p. 277) asserts that “the downturn in civic engagement
coincided with the breakdown of the traditional family unit” and that “evidence of the
loosening of family bonds is unequivocal.” Again echoing the Lynds, the de-centering of
family activities seems to have continued: “As the marriage rate declined . . . the main effect
on social life [was] . . . to move social activities from the home into more public settings”
(2000, p. 278).

On a variety of indicators, from eating to playing to working to traveling together, it
appears that family interaction and togetherness have declined: “The fraction of married
Americans who say ‘definitely’ that ‘our whole family usually eats dinner together’ has
declined by a third over the last twenty years, from about 50 percent to 34 percent . . . .
Beyond mealtime, virtually all forms of family togetherness became less common over the
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last quarter of the twentieth century” (Putnam, 2000, pp. 100–101). Still, much of the
evidence is equivocal; it is not clear that changes in rates of interaction necessarily denote
changes in family solidarity or commitment, nor that parental investment in children in
terms of time and money, have declined. See, for example, Gersuny (2000) and Robinson
and Godbey (1997).

TIME AT HOME

Within that context, we turn to the Middletown students, last surveyed in 1999, among
whom there is evidence of quite remarkable stability in reports of evenings spent at home.
The finding from 1924 that about half the students had been away from home for four or
more of the past seven evenings, cited by the Lynds in support of the diminishing place
of the home in children’s lives, turns out to apply across all four surveys. Today’s students
are about as likely to spend evenings at home as were their great grandparents. Among
Middletown boys surveyed 1924–1999, more than half were away from home at least four
nights a week. In 1924, girls were a little less likely to be away that often, but by 1977 they
were as likely as boys to be out of the house more evenings than they were home, and that
pattern continued through 1999 (see Table 1).

The apparent stability in these figures needs to be qualified, however, for the meaning
of being at home, and the nature of home itself, has changed drastically. Three quick
evidences of that are as follows. (1) In 1924, only about one-eighth of Middletown’s married
women were employed, and among mothers of schoolchildren the proportion was lower;
in 1990, three-fourths of the mothers of high school students worked outside the home,
mostly (80 percent) full time. (2) In 1924, over 80 percent of school children lived with
their biological parents, both mother and father; by 1999, only 52 percent did, down from
68 percent in 1977. (3) Finally, in 1924, no Middletown home was a media center; in
1999, 45 percent of students watched at least three hours of television a day, down from
70 percent in 1977.

These are substantial changes. The increase in maternal hours committed to outside
employers, the decrease in households where children live with both parents, the increase

TABLE 1. Student Reports (%) of Evenings Spent at Home During the Past Week, by Gender, Middletown,
1924, 1977, 1989, and 1999

Boys Girls

Evenings at Home 1924 1977 1989 1999 1924 1977 1989 1999

0 19 21 23 18 5 14 17 18
1 11 10 11 9 9 10 10 8
2 12 12 13 13 12 15 15 15
3 13 14 12 9 18 15 14 12
4 15 12 14 13 18 16 15 12
5 14 14 12 12 19 14 14 14
6 9 5 4 6 11 5 5 6
7 7 11 10 19 8 11 10 15

Total 100% 99% 99% 99% 100% 100% 100% 100%
N 396 1,301 1,264 757 458 1,437 1,208 764

Note: In all surveys the item was: “How many evenings in the past seven have you been home all evening from
supper to bedtime?”
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in “family” time committed to the media, all of these change the nature of family space
and time. Whether relative stability in numbers of evenings at home represents a real or
an artificial continuity with the past depends on the nature of home and with whom one
spends “family time.” Indeed, whether the number of evenings spent at home says anything
at all about family solidarity depends on the activities and associates to which evenings
are devoted, whether at home or away. Hours at work and time spent in extracurricular
activities both may be expressions of high family commitment and solidarity, with students
spending time “away” in the pursuit of family goals.

Thus the simple count of “evenings home all evening” is an ambiguous indicator of
the “dominance” or diminishing place of home and family. To say that children spend
about as much time in family space as they used to is not meaningful unless changes in the
structure and meaning of that space are taken into account. Elsewhere in Middletown we
learn that extracurricular organizations, employment, and even the church were among
the agencies pulling children away in the evenings. On other questions, but not this one,
the Lynds distinguished between activities away from the home but in the company of
parents, and outside activities with nonfamily members.

On balance, while the “evenings at home” question is a direct measure of nights within
the walls of one’s house, it is probably not a good measure of family centeredness. Many
of the students of 1924 who were away four or more nights a week were away working
to help support themselves or participating in extracurricular activities of which their
parents approved. Further, some of that time away from home represented the expression
of independence and autonomy, traits that parents told the Lynds they valued in their
children.

EXTERNAL TIES: SOURCES OF SPENDING MONEY

The Lynds viewed student employment as a source of independence for young people.
Part of the “declining dominance of the home and early sophistication of the young”
were new economic demands on high school students. They were too young to pay their
own way, yet the precocious “paired associations” that came with sexual maturity and the
social rituals of school life were expensive. The economic tensions students faced were
heightened because “more of their lives than in any previous generation must surmount
intermediate pecuniary hurdles before they can be lived” (Lynd and Lynd, 1929, p. 141).
Those financial hurdles created stress at home; one-third of the students said that their
spending money was a cause of disagreement with their parents.

Asked to “check the one or ones of the following ways in which you get your spending
money,” 37 percent of the boys in 1924 checked “earning money,” and an additional
40 percent said they both earned money and received help from parents or other sources.
In contrast, two-thirds of the girls either had an allowance or asked their parents for money
as needed, leading the Lynds to comment that “Middletown boys are thus learning habits
of independence as regards money matters by earning and managing at least a part of
their money,” while “the girls are busily acquiring the habits of money dependence that
characterize Middletown wives by being entirely dependent upon their parents” (1929,
p. 142). Presumably, that dependence represented a continuation of “family control,” yet
employment outside the home, though another link to the outside, did not necessarily
weaken the family.
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TABLE 2. Student Reports of Main Source of Spending Money, by Gender, Middletown, 1924, 1977, 1989,
1999

Boys Girls

Sources of Spending Money (%) 1924 1977 1989 1999 1924 1977 1989 1999

Fixed allowance 3 13 11 12 11 14 15 13
Asking parents for money, gifts∗ 15 25 25 26 53 28 29 34
Earning money (job) 37 41 41 47 9 32 34 36
Earnings plus other sources 40 — — — 22 — — —
No main source, several of above 5 21 23 15 5 26 22 17

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
N 386 1,560 1,357 773 454 1,600 1,252 784
∗Although the Lynds’ questionnaire listed “asking your parents for money as you need it” and “gifts from
other sources than parents” as separate options, their published distribution of responses combined these two
categories. They were separate options in all the replications, with “gifts from other sources” never chosen by
more than 1 percent of respondents.

Student reports of main sources of spending money for the period 1924–1999 are
summarized in Table 2. Here the main change, occurring between 1924 and 1977, is a
convergence of the sexes, such that by 1977 girls are much more likely than in 1924 to
be earning their own money, and boys are somewhat more likely to be totally dependent
on their parents. The patterns of student support in place by 1977 continue over the
following decades, with over 40 percent of boys listing employment as their main source
of spending money, compared to about one-third of the girls. Overall, for the short-term
trends 1977–1999, we have another instance of apparent stability in the relation of family
space/time to resource-gathering on the “outside.”

INTIMATE EDUCATION: SOURCES OF INFORMATION ON SEX

Another potential de-centering, from the family to outside agencies, is sex education.
However, in Middletown the Lynds reported an opposite trend, the outcome of an increased
“freedom between the sexes” combined with the absence of sex education in the city’s
schools and churches. The apparent trend toward more sex education in the home, mostly
by mothers, was a matter of default, there being “no other accepted means of giving the
young sex knowledge or initiating them into the sanctions and prohibitions of the group
regarding sex” (1929, p. 145). The Lynds’ only statistical support for this generalization,
other than their observation that no community agencies were confronting this problem,
was student response to the question: “From what source did you receive most of whatever
information you have on sex matters?” Their interpretation of the finding that 32 percent
of boys and 68 percent of girls named parents as their main source was that “actual sex
instruction by parents is still far from universal” (1929, p. 146).

In fact, the trend was in the other direction, not countervailing but congruent with
other spinoffs from families to outside experts. That 68 percent of girls in 1924 cited
parents as their main source of sex education was probably a high point rather than
part of a trend toward increased familism. A decade later, the Lynds found “a growing
frankness as regards sex,” especially among young adults, and “increasingly sophisticated”
high school students were said to “know everything and do everything—openly. And they
aren’t ashamed to talk about it” (1937, pp. 168–170).
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Neither evenings at home nor employment away from home are indicators of family
solidarity; there is no “strength of center” aspect to them, no distinguishing the “home with
those one loves” from “home alone,” no separating work as sacrifice for family from work as
flight from home. The item on sources of information about sex comes closer to indexing
family solidarity. Families having intergenerational communication over intimate matters
of moral relevance are probably closer than families whose communications are more
limited.

It is in a discussion of precocious sexuality and sex education that the Lynds estimate
Middletown’s generation gap at mid-Depression to be the greatest the city has seen. Its
ultimate cause, they said, was rapid social change, and their impression was that “no two
generations of Americans have ever faced each other across as wide a gap in their customary
attitudes and behavior as have American parents and children since the World War . . . .
The cumulating rapidity of recent social change . . . is widening [the gap] in something
resembling a geometrical ratio” (Lynd and Lynd, 1937, p. 168). Here there was no mention
of the trend toward sex education in the home they had cited a decade earlier. Rather,
the “cumulating rapidity” of change was seen to carry sex along with everything else.

Evidence of decreasing family influence appears in a later generation’s response to the
query about sources of sex information (Table 3). Most of the change had occurred by
1977; after that, there are only minor fluctuations. There were two major shifts. First,
girls’ sources of sex information increasingly came to resemble boys’, a trend toward
convergence that would continue until, by 1999, a girl’s friends would, for the first time,
be as important as her parents as sources of sex information. Second, the “external”
sources, including sex education in the schools, books, and the electronic media, became,
in combination, a major third source of sex education, for boys equaling the influence of
parents.

The “losers” in this accounting of change in sources of sex education are the parents.
By 1924, for boys, parents were already second to friends as the main source of such

TABLE 3. Student Reports of Main Source of Sex Information, by Gender, Middletown, 1924, 1977, 1989, and
1999

Boys Girls

Sources of Knowledge on Sex 1924 1977 1989 1999 1924 1977 1989 1999

Mother or father 32 20 26 25 68 34 40 33
Friends 42 33 35 29 22 30 32 35
Schoolteachers 4 8 8 7 4 11 9 7
Books or films — 13 10 9 — 9 7 5
Television — 2 5 9 — 2 2 3
Church teachers or ministers 1 1 1 3 2 — 1 2
YMCA or YWCA 11 — — — 1 — — —
Other 10 24 15 18 3 14 9 15

Total 100% 101% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
N 264 1,513 1,344 775 344 1,567 1,252 785

Note: The 1924 item read: “Check the one of the following sources from which you have received most of
whatever knowledge you have on sex matters,” followed by these options: “ From boy or girl friends,

from school teachers, from mother or father, from Sunday School teachers, from
Y.M.C.A. or Y.W.C.A., from other sources (state what).” In 1977 and 1989, the question read: “Which one
of the following sources has provided you with most of whatever knowledge you have on sex matters?” and
added two options, “books or films” and “television.” The 1999 question added the instruction “(Circle only
ONE)” after the question.
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information. For girls in the 1920s, parents were far and away the main source, but by
century’s end parents’ “market share” had dropped from two-thirds to about one-third
for girls and was stable at about one-fourth for boys, in both cases trailing friends as the
main source of their children’s sex education. The “winners” are the media—books, films,
and television—whose influence rises from next to nothing in 1924 to 1999 levels at about
20 percent for boys and 10 percent for girls. Between 1977 and 1999, television more than
quadrupled its influence as a main source of sex information for boys.

The sex information item is useful because it reflects direct communication between
parents and children independent of place. It contains no suggestion that family talk
of birds and bees must take place at home. In contrast, the “evenings at home” item is
difficult to interpret as an indicator of family change and so is the student employment
item. It is not enough to know one occupies a particular space or works elsewhere for pay.
We must also know the meaning of occupancy, of entrances, exits, and excursions.

FAMILY BOUNDARIES AND PARENT-CHILD DISAGREEMENT

One clue to such meaning is parent-child disagreement over family “boundaries.” The
Lynds asked students to identify things “about which you and your parents disagree” from
a list of 12 potential sources of stress. Students could mark as many topics of disagreement
as fit their situation. The two most frequently checked were “the number of times you go
out on school nights during the week” (checked by 45 percent of boys and 48 percent
of girls) and “the hour you get in at night” (45 percent of boys and 43 percent of girls).

TABLE 4. Student Reports (%) of Sources of Disagreement with Their Parents, by Gender, Middletown, 1924,
1977, 1989, and 1999

Boys Girls

Topic of Disagreement 1924 1977 1989 1999 1924 1977 1989 1999

Use of the automobile 36 27 27 25 30 20 24 20
The people you choose as friends 25 34 34 33 27 37 43 37
Your spending money 37 40 47 46 29 33 42 43
The number of times you go out on

school nights during the week
45 30 31 31 48 34 34 35

Your grades at school 40 35 45 46 31 28 41 40
The hours you get in at night 45 41 37 40 43 39 37 38
Home duties (yardwork, cooking,

helping around the house, etc.)
19 43 47 46 26 49 58 55

Clubs or societies you belong to 6 5 5 6 10 6 5 6
Church and attendance at religious

services
19 14 11 11 19 11 11 11

Sunday (or Sabbath) observance,
aside from attendance at services

14 7 5 5 14 3 3 3

The way you dress (including
hairstyle, general grooming)

16 26 22 24 25 20 23 22

Going to unchaperoned parties 15 24 29 26 28 30 33 34
Other causes of disagreement 10 14 18 13 8 25 30 20

N 348 1,445 1,365 756 382 1,550 1,260 773

Note: The instruction read: “You may circle more than one; circle as many as you feel you have disagreements
about.”
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In third position for both boys and girls was “your grades at school” (40 percent and
31 percent, respectively).

The two topics of disagreement cited most frequently in 1924 pertained to the family’s
location in space and time: number of evenings away from home and the hour of return.
These disagreements may be seen as reflecting students’ efforts to “extend the envelope”
and associated boundary maintenance by the parents. As one turns to the later Middletown
surveys, there is a shift from disagreement over “extending the envelope” to issues of
investment and production in the family. “Hours in at night” drops out as the first or
second most frequent source of conflict, and instead the topics of high disagreement,
marked by over 40 percent of students, have to do with stewardship of family resources
(disagreements over spending money) and production, both school based (grades) and
home based (home duties).

In 1924, “home duties” was positioned in seventh or eighth place, with only one-fifth of
boys and one-fourth of girls mentioning it as a source of disagreement. From 1977 on it is
at the top; for boys, it is part of a cluster of related topics (grades, spending money) that
generate about the same level of disagreement. For girls, grades and spending money are
also issues, mentioned almost as frequently as by the boys, but “home duties” is in a class
by itself, running 12 to 15 points ahead of the next topic of disagreement. In 1989 and
1999, a majority of girls reported disagreements on this issue. No other topic in any of the
surveys provoked so much disagreement.

Some of the increased prominence of household chores as a source of disagreement
with parents may be related to changes since 1924 in the status of household work, as
reflected in another of the Lynds’ checklists, this one on the desirability of parental traits.

DESIRABLE CHARACTERISTICS OF PARENTS

In an attempt to show how the modern family differed from its more authoritarian pre-
decessor, the Lynds asked Middletown mothers which traits of children they encouraged
in their child rearing, and then had the mothers try to remember which traits their own
mothers had stressed. Their own mothers, the women responded, had first and foremost
stressed “strict obedience” and “loyalty to the church.” In 1924, working-class mothers still
stressed these traits, but by a narrower margin over other traits than had their mothers
(Lynd and Lynd, 1929, pp. 143–144, 523). But business-class mothers of 1924 valued a
child’s independence over any other childhood trait, and they ranked showing respect
for others as at least as important as strict obedience. The Lynds saw in this class differ-
ential an instance of the uneven influence of modernization: business-class families were
more modern and their influence would gradually filter “down” to the working class. The
trend was away from requiring strict obedience of children, and toward teaching “concen-
tration, independence, and tolerance.” It showed up in both working- and business-class
families, but especially in the latter there was emerging “a more democratic system of
relationships with frank exchange of ideas.” Modern parents were trying to exchange tra-
ditional authoritarianism for a family environment where good parenting was expressed
in the notion of “I have to be a pal and listen to my children’s ideas” (1929, p. 144).

The Lynds found support for this new openness and mutual respect between parents
and children in children’s opinions about desirable parental traits. Students were asked
to choose from a list of 10 possible traits the two qualities of a father they considered
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most desirable. They chose “spending time with his children, reading, talking, playing
with them, etc.” almost twice as often as any other paternal quality. In second place was
“respecting his children’s opinions.” For mothers, “being a good cook and housekeeper”
was in first place, followed by “always having time to read, talk, go on picnics or play with
her children.” Down the list, in fourth or fifth place, chosen by about one-fourth of the
students, was “respecting her children’s opinions” (1929, pp. 144, 524). This ranking of
parental traits was congruent with mothers’ reports of spending more time with their
children than their parents had spent with them. Accordingly, the Lynds identified “a
trend in the direction of more time spent with children today,” but they qualified that
generalization with a disclaimer that their data were “too rough to carry much weight”
(1929, p. 147).

If that dimly perceived trend were actually happening, if there really were a tendency
for the parents of 1924 to spend more time with their children than their own parents
had spent with them, and if that parental trend were matched by children’s appreciation
for parental time thus spent, in line with the students’ ranking of most desirable parental
qualities, we would have a situation where the “dominance” of the family, in the temporal
dimension at least, was increasing, not decreasing. If parents spending time with their
children was what children wanted from parents, and if Middletown’s parents were indeed
spending more time with their children, we have a happy match of children’s desires and
parents’ behavior that, despite spinoffs of family functions or the dispersion of family
activities across wider vistas, might be assumed to have enhanced family solidarity. It is a
clear instance of a 1924 trend seemingly running counter to the family decline alleged to
accompany modernization.

Data from the replications allow us to see whether children’s priorities about parents
spending time with them and respecting their opinions have changed. Table 5 shows
the percentage of students identifying selected parental traits as desirable in fathers or
mothers, 1924–1999. Note that the tendencies of parents to spend more time with their
children and to have more democratic relationships with them, seen as emergent trends
by the Lynds, have solidified, at least in children’s perceptions, into the two most prized
parental characteristics, applying equally to mothers and fathers. Between 1924 and 1977,
the shift toward more democratic, modern families is quite striking, with the percent-
age of students choosing father’s respecting children’s opinions rising to the level of his
“spending time,” and doubling or tripling (boys and girls, respectively) in importance as a
characteristic of mothers. From 1977 on, of the 10 qualities listed for mothers and fathers,
only two are endorsed by a majority of students. No other characteristics have such con-
sistent support. Being a good cook and housekeeper, the maternal quality selected most
often by the students of 1924, is by 1977 a distant third place, and with each succeeding
decade its perceived importance declines.

Student perceptions of desirable parental qualities may not be a good index of family
“dominance” or solidarity, for at least two reasons. First, student priorities in these matters
do not necessarily reflect the realities of their own family life. They are as apt to represent
an imagined ideal as the actual situation in a child’s home. Also, students might select
traits that fit the kind of parent they themselves wish to be, rather than those of the parents
they have, or traits named may reflect media images of parenthood instead of mothering
or fathering as lived.

Second, the list of 10 parental qualities offered by the Lynds is a very limited set of
the qualities relevant to successful parenting. Only one, respecting the child’s opinion,
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TABLE 5. Percent of Students Identifying Selected Qualities as One of the Two “Most Desirable” Qualities of
Fathers and Mothers, by Gender, 1924, 1977, 1989, 1999

Boys Girls

1924 1977 1989 1999 1924 1977 1989 1999

Qualities Most Desirable in a Father
Spending time with his children 62 62 60 66 67 68 67 73
Respecting his children’s opinions 34 56 57 53 42 69 71 65
Being an active church member 27 7 6 10 30 8 7 12
Being a college graduate 23 5 8 12 13 4 5 8
Never nagging his children 12 11 12 10 12 12 13 10
Making plenty of money 12 17 23 21 11 13 16 14
Being well-dressed 6 5 3 4 5 3 3 3
Being prominent in social life 5 8 6 6 2 6 5 5
Having a love of music and poetry 4 1 3 5 6 2 2 4
Owning a good-looking car 3 6 7 5 2 3 3 4

N 369 1,469 1,309 756 415 1,521 1,203 772

Qualities Most Desirable in a Mother
Being a good cook and housekeeper 57 41 29 23 52 27 17 14
Spending time with her children 34 53 54 64 41 61 63 73
Being an active church member 25 7 6 11 25 9 8 13
Respecting her children’s opinions 24 50 58 57 22 66 73 66
Never nagging her children 23 12 15 12 34 11 15 10
Being well-dressed 8 6 6 4 3 5 6 5
Being a college graduate 7 2 4 8 4 2 4 6
Having a love of music and poetry 6 2 2 4 3 1 1 2
Being a good hostess 4 2 2 3 4 2 2 1
Being prominent in social life 4 8 10 7 4 7 6 6

N 369 1,418 1,314 760 423 1,516 1,228 779

Note: The instruction read: “Please circle the two qualities in the list below that you consider most desirable in a
father” or “ . . . in a mother.”

treats the parent-child relationship directly, in the sense that it implies a positive parental
attitude or emotion toward the child. Two others, “spending time” and “being a good
cook and housekeeper” (asked in relation to mothers only) are more problematic. The
“reading, talking, playing” that the time question refers to do not necessarily involve
emotional mutuality in the way that respecting the child’s opinions does. Similarly, cook-
ing and housekeeping, while essential to life, need not imply a parent-child solidarity
that engenders mutual respect. The other eight items (seven for mothers) are mostly ex-
ternalities, badges of parental achievement or modes of relating, from “never nagging”
(a good nanny or scoutmaster does that) to “being an active church member” and “owning
a good-looking car,” qualities that may have little to do with being a good parent and even
may interfere with successful parenting.

Perhaps the appeal of the “spending time” and “respecting children’s opinions” op-
tions is that students recognize the mutuality or connection inherent in the respect item
and assume it in the “spending time” item. From the limited number of traits offered,
the students choose, overwhelmingly and consistently, the two characteristics most ex-
pressive of parent-child closeness, mutuality of interest, and at least the possibility of
cross-generational caring and affection, as opposed to indicators of parental achievement
and social status. That is, the students seem to choose closeness, even if implicit.
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Some of the traits offered are indexes of family social status. Father “being a college
graduate” and “making plenty of money” reflect the business-class–working-class division
that the Lynds said was such an important determinant of children’s life chances. Being
able to afford good clothes, having plenty of money, and being prominent in social life
are all extremely important in Middletown’s stratification system. Judging from the Lynds’
description of school life, these characteristics affect children’s status in school. Yet as de-
sirable parental traits, educational achievement, being well-dressed, and local prominence
consistently rank low. Father’s income, in all but the 1924 survey, enters at third place,
a poor third at 17–21 percent agreement. The boys rank it above any other characteris-
tics except spending time and respecting children’s opinions, but the girls rank it lower
than the boys do, pegging it barely higher than “never nagging,” in the 13–16 percent
range.

Summarizing Table 5, the basic trends are as follows. (1) The increased importance,
over the 1924–1977 period, for both boys and girls, of parents respecting their children’s
opinions and, for girls, of mothers spending time with them. (2) The stability of these two
traits—spending time and respecting children’s opinions—as by far the qualities most
frequently checked as most desirable. (3) The consistent decline, over the entire 75-year
period, in the perceived importance of a mother “being a good cook and housekeeper.”
Indeed, the trend over the last three-quarters of a century might be described as “the slow
demise of housewifery.” (4) Finally, and implicit in the above statements, the increasing
similarity of the pattern of traits identified as most desirable in both fathers and mothers.
For both parents, in the post-1924 surveys, it is spending time with children and appearing
to respect their opinions that children identify as traits far more important than any others
listed.

The declining status of “being a good cook and housekeeper” is also reflected in student
reports on the topics about which they and their parents disagree. Recall that in all three
replications the most common source of disagreement was “home duties.” Young people
seem to carry the increasing disrespect for cooking and housekeeping apparent in their
assessment of “desirable characteristics” into protests over family chore assignments.

Unfortunately, the framing of the Lynds’ items on time with children explicitly involved
only play, recreation, and talk; for neither parent was family work included as part of the
description of time with children. For fathers, the item read “spending time with his
children, reading, talking, playing with them, etc.,” and for mothers the desirable quality
was even more unrealistically described: “Always having time to read, talk, go on picnics
or play with her children.” In the 1977 replication and thereafter, the items were framed
consistently for both parents, the mother item being, “spending time with her children,
reading, talking, playing, etc.”

The phrase, “always having time” in the mother item of 1924 may explain the lower
agreement rate for mother time by the 1924 students, who, given the larger families of
the era, may have had a somewhat more realistic view of the mother role than the “always
having time to read, talk, go on picnics” description allowed. They may have understood
that mother “always having time” for recreational pursuits might mean the curtailment
of other essential services to her children. In any case, presumably, the level of support
among students for parents spending time with them would be lower if the description
of the time together included working jointly with the parent, doing “yard work, cooking,
helping around the house, etc.”
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THE ACTUAL AND THE IDEAL: SPENDING TIME TOGETHER

The Lynds’ items on time spent with parents overcame some of the problems of both
the “desirable traits” and the “evenings at home” questions because a connection to a
family member was specified and that connection—the time together and not the physical
setting—was the focus of the question. The Lynds asked about time in the past week when
the student had had a “good time” with one or both parents, so the item was essentially a
“quality time” question. In 1977, an additional question was added on total contact time
with one or both parents. For present purposes, it is this new variable, total weekly time
with parent, that is of interest. As a measure of parent-child “quantity time,” it is a rough
index of literal togetherness.

Table 6 reports total time with father and total time with mother in the preceding week.
These totals include time spent in the company of (but not necessarily in interaction with)
both parents together as well as time spent with each parent separately for Middletown
boys and girls in 1977, 1989, and 1999. Note the consistent trend as reported by both boys
and girls: parents are spending less time with their children than they used to. The most
substantial drop is between 1977 and 1989, but the decline continues, at a lower rate,
between 1989 and 1999.

National data from approximately the same period suggest that parents’ time with chil-
dren has not declined, and perhaps has even increased (Robinson and Godbey, 1997;
Bond, Galinsky, and Swanburg, 1998; Galinsky, 1999; Sandberg and Hofferth, 2001).

TABLE 6. Student Reports (%) of Hours in the Past Week Spent with Parents, by Gender, Middletown, 1977,
1989, and 1999

Boys Girls

Hours With 1977 1989 1999 1977 1989 1999

Father (includes time with “Both your father and mother” and “Father alone”)
None 13 14 23 16 22 24
Low (1–9 hrs) 22 33 27 23 28 35
Moderate (10–24 hrs) 24 23 24 26 28 23
High (25+ hrs) 41 30 25 35 22 19

Total 100% 100% 99% 100% 100% 101%
N 1,070 1,057 688 1,116 1,054 718

Mother (includes time with “Both your father and mother” and “Mother alone”)
None 6 8 10 7 7 6
Low (1–9 hrs) 20 29 30 16 25 31
Moderate (10–24 hrs) 28 28 29 29 31 31
High (25+ hrs) 46 35 31 48 37 31

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 99%
N 1,063 1,065 687 1,109 1,051 718

Note: The item read: “Estimate carefully the total number of hours, aside from meal times and when you are
sleeping, that you have spend in the past seven days at home or elsewhere in the company of:

Both your father and mother hours
Your father alone hours
Your mother alone hours

(If no hours, put a zero in the space above).”
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However, for several reasons, these reports do not invalidate the present findings. First,
there is no compelling reason to expect that time-use trends in a single community will
necessarily parallel those in national samples. Second, most national time-use data derive
from parents’, not children’s, reports. Third, time tallies in the national studies gener-
ally apply to preadolescent children or children of all ages rather than specifically to the
middle-teen years, a transitional period when the amount of time children spend with their
parents declines substantially (Galinsky, 1999; Larson et al., 1996; Larson and Richards,
1991). Finally, the Middletown student estimates apply to one child only, themselves—to
the time in the previous week when that particular child was in the company of one or
both parents—and thereby differ from parental estimates of combined “child care” or
contact time with all the family’s minor children.

By 1999, one Middletown student in four reported no time with father in the previous
week, up from 13–16 percent in 1977, and the proportion of students reporting fewer
than 10 hours with father in the previous week had risen from 35 percent to 49 percent
for boys and from 39 percent to 59 percent for girls. In part, one can explain away these
declines by arguing that the proportion of single-parent, mother-headed homes increased
over this same period. But mothers, too, are spending less time with their children, and
the pattern is similar for both boys and girls: between 1977 and 1999, the proportion of
children who spent less than 10 hours with mother in the previous week increased by
about 15 percent, from 23–26 percent to 37–40 percent. In 1977, almost half the students
reported an average of over 3.5 hours per day with mother, for a total of 25+ hours
in the past week; by 1999, only one-third of students could report that much time with
mother.

If we accept what students say about desirable parental characteristics, this trend toward
less time with parents is negative; it goes against children’s expressed priorities. Between
1977 and 1999 there is stability or increase in student affirmation of the importance of
parents spending time with their children, yet over the same period the actual amount
of time spent with both fathers and mothers drops significantly. Thus the discrepancy
between what the children say they want and what they report they receive expands, as
shown in Table 7.

Here again we face the problem of meaning. In addition to issues related to the meaning
of “desirable qualities,” there is the problem of the meaning of time, a central issue in the
long-running debate over “quality time” versus “quantity time” (Boyd, 2002; Christensen,
2002; Daly, 2001; Galinsky, 1999). If spending time with his or her children is among the
most desirable of paternal traits, how much time qualifies as “spending time”? Is more
time always better? Is there a threshold, below which the relationship suffers, which might
allow us to make decisions about when reduced time with father is an indication of family
decline, and when it is simply variation within acceptable limits? Do the norms on what
qualifies as “enough” time change as parents spend fewer hours with their children, such
that the children of 1999 are satisfied by fewer hours than were children of 1977? We may
argue that no time together—zero hours in the preceding week—denotes little father-child
solidarity, is below any reasonable threshold of desirable time together, and, therefore,
that the finding that one-fourth of the 1999 students spent no time with father in the
previous week, up 10 percent from 1977, is a negative trend. In contrast, while mothers
also are spending less time with their children, the proportion of students reporting no
time with mother in the past week is low and stable, in the 6–10 percent range over the
22-year period.
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TABLE 7. Two Ideal-Actuality “Gaps” in Parent-Child Relations in Middletown, by Gender, Middletown High
School Students, 1977, 1989, and 1999

Boys (%)

1977 1989 1999

Fathers and Children
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in father: “Spending time with his children” 62 60 66
Actual: Previous week, child spent over two hrs per day (15+ hrs) with father 55 43 39

Mothers and Children
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in mother: “Spending time with her children” 53 54 64
Actual: Previous week, child spent over two hrs per day (15+ hrs) with mother 63 49 47
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in mother: “Being a good cook and housekeeper” 41 29 23
Actual: Chief topic of disagreements with parents: “Home duties (yardwork,
cooking, helping around the house, etc.)”

43 47 46

Girls (%)

1977 1989 1999

Fathers and Children
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in father: “Spending time with his children” 68 67 73
Actual: Previous week, child spent over two hrs per day (15+ hrs) with father 51 38 33

Mothers and Children
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in mother: “Spending time with her children” 61 63 73
Actual: Previous week, child spent over two hrs per day (15+ hrs) with mother 65 55 49
Ideal: Qualities “most desirable” in mother: “Being a good cook and housekeeper” 27 17 14
Actual: Reported disagreements with parents over: “Home duties (yardwork,
cooking, helping around the house, etc.)”

49 58 55

TRENDS IN EMOTIONAL SOLIDARITY

AN ALTERNATIVE TO PARENTAL RESPECT: STUDENT IDENTIFICATION WITH PARENTS

For the other “most desirable” characteristic of parents, that they respect their children’s
opinions, the Lynds had no direct measure of relevant parental behavior. In 1977 and
thereafter there was an analogue, a measure of identification with the parent, in an item
that implies mutual respect. The question reads: “Would you like to be the kind of person
your father is?” or “ . . . your mother is?” Possible responses range from “not at all” to “yes,
completely.” In view of the high priority accorded respect for children’s opinions, presum-
ably those parents whose children wish to be like them “in most ways” or “completely” are
seen as respectful parents. Further, “identification with parents” reflects family solidarity;
it is an explicit measure of the generation gap.

Trends since 1977 in identification with parents are shown in Table 8. Here there
is no evidence of decline in family solidarity, no expansion of the generation gap. In
general, boys are more likely to identify strongly with fathers, and girls with mothers. To
the degree that students’ identification with parents has changed, it has changed in a
positive direction: the students of 1999 are more likely to identify with their parents, in
the sense of wanting to be like them, than were students of 1977. That trend is most
apparent in increased solidarity with mothers, but it also shows up in girls’ identifying
with their fathers. Consider the two categories of “high” identification, “yes completely”
and “in most ways.” Over the three surveys, about one-third of the boys identify with their
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TABLE 8. Student Reports (%) of Identification with, Closeness to, and Agreement with Parents, by Gender,
Middletown, 1977, 1989, and 1999

Boys Girls

1977 1989 1999 1977 1989 1999

Identification with Father
Yes, completely 10 9 10 5 7 7
In most ways 25 23 26 17 20 23
In several ways, in just a few ways, not at all 65 68 65 78 74 70

Total % 100% 100% 101% 100% 101% 100%
Total N 1,490 1,309 745 1,529 1,192 750

Identification with Mother
Yes, completely 6 7 10 10 10 13
In most ways 20 24 26 25 29 33
In several ways, in just a few ways, not at all 74 69 63 65 61 54

Total % 100% 100% 99% 100% 100% 100%
Total N 1,462 1,326 768 1,532 1,237 776

Closeness to Father
Extremely close 24 20 23 21 22 24
Quite close 30 27 30 27 23 30
Fairly close, somewhat close, not too close 46 53 47 52 55 46

Total % 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Total N 1,515 1,335 735 1,567 1,224 743

Closeness to Mother
Extremely close 31 32 36 35 37 42
Quite close 29 33 34 31 29 29
Fairly close, somewhat close, not too close 41 36 29 33 33 30

Total % 101% 101% 99% 99% 99% 101%
Total N 1,490 1,333 767 1,546 1,235 778

Agreement with Father
Yes, completely 12 13 17 6 10 13
Yes, to a great extent 23 25 27 23 22 31
Yes, to some extent; no, very little 65 62 56 71 68 56

Total % 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Total N 1,370 1,201 670 1,371 1,043 685

Agreement with Mother
Yes, completely 12 13 15 12 14 16
Yes, to a great extent 26 27 27 29 29 35
Yes, to some extent; no, very little 63 60 58 59 57 49

Total % 101% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Total N 1,423 1,295 750 1,498 1,194 764

Note: The items read: Identification: “Would you like to be the kind of person your father is?” or “ . . . your
mother is?” Closeness: “How close would you say you are (or were) in your feelings toward your father?” or
“ . . . toward your mother?” Agreement: “Do you and your father agree in your ideas and opinions about the
things you consider really important in life?” or “Do you and your mother agree . . . ?”

fathers at this level, but for girls, expressions of such high solidarity with fathers increase
from 22 percent to 30 percent. Identification with mothers increases among both boys
and girls, up 10 points over the 1977–1999 period. By 1999, over one-third of the boys and
almost half the girls said they wanted to be like their mothers, at least “in most ways.”
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If the figures in Table 8 suggest any kind of decline, it is a decline in the relative
position of fathers as compared to mothers as models for their children. In 1977, boys
were more apt to express high identification with fathers than mothers (35 percent vs.
26 percent, respectively); by 1999, boys were equally likely (36 percent) to identify with
either parent. In 1977, girls expressed higher identification with mothers than fathers
(35 percent vs. 22 percent); by 1999, while levels of identification with both parents had
risen, girls were even more likely to express high identification with mothers (46 percent vs.
30 percent).

EMOTIONAL SOLIDARITY II: PERCEIVED CLOSENESS TO PARENTS

A direct measure of emotional solidarity, an item on perceived closeness to each parent,
was added in 1977. It read: “How close would you say you are (or were) in your feelings
toward your father?” and “ . . . in your feelings toward your mother?” As with the parental
identification item, there were five possible responses, ranging from “extremely close” to
“not too close.” We anticipated, given the decline in parents’ time with children between
1977 and 1999, that the levels of emotional closeness reported by the students would also
decline. However, as may be seen in Table 8, the expected decline did not appear.

Instead, the key finding is continuity and even increase in perceived closeness over
the last decades of the 20th century, and this in spite of the reductions in contact time.
Closeness to fathers is as high in 1999 as in 1977, and closeness to mothers increases over
the 22-year period. Both boys and girls are more apt to feel close to their mothers than
to their fathers: in 1999, about 70 percent reported that they were “extremely close” or
“quite close” to their mothers, compared to just over half who said they felt that close to
their fathers. Still, Middletown students were no less likely to express high solidarity with
father in 1999 than they were in 1977, and they were more likely to express solidarity with
mother.

We are faced with the unexpected and counterintuitive findings that, in the Middletown
of 1999, as compared to 1977, (1) students were as likely, or more likely, to say they wanted
parents to spend time with them; (2) parents, in fact, were spending considerably less time
with their children than had the parents of the previous generation; yet, (3) emotional
closeness, as reported by the students, showed no decline and sometimes increased.

These findings call into question the traditional literal interpretation of the space/time
context of family life. Closeness to one’s children is not a direct function of the time
the child spends physically “at home” or in the company of a parent. Or at least the
effect of these presumed predictors of emotional closeness is not simple and additive.
The nature and meaning of time spent together seems to be a critical missing element
here. Researchers cannot assume that the meaning of being at home or in the company of
a parent is constant or comparable across family time and space, or that units or intervals
are uniform and interchangeable.

We lack indicators of the meaning of family time for Middletown students, but we can
offer a more systematic assessment of the operation of the several time-use and emotional
solidarity indicators. In the interest of economy of presentation, the two measures of emo-
tional solidarity with parents introduced above (identification with parent and perceived
closeness to parent) were combined with a related item, agreement with parent (“Do
you and your mother [or father] agree in your ideas and opinions about the things you
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consider really important in life?”), and scored in a four-point scale ranging from “yes,
completely” to “no, very little” (see Table 8).

A principal components factor analysis for these three items done separately for each
parent and survey year revealed that all three loaded significantly on a first component
that accounts for 63–68 percent of the total variance, and that in each instance the loadings
on that first factor for the “perceived closeness” item were slightly higher than those for
identification with or agreement with parents. Scores for a composite, intervally-scaled
“closeness to parents” variable were computed, based on the loadings of each of the three
items on the first factor.

For each survey year, these closeness to parents scores were regressed on student
attributes, time-use characteristics, and time with parents. The results, summarized in
Table 9, clarify the ambiguous relation between parental time with children and per-
ceived closeness to parents. The predictors are introduced in three sets. The first model
includes student demographic characteristics, the second adds time-use characteristics,
and the third adds time with parents. As expected, among these 10 predictors, time with
parent is the most important predictor of emotional closeness. However, none of these
independent variables, separately or in combination, explains much of the variance in
emotional closeness. The total variance explained by Model 3, involving all 10 predictors,
ranges only from 6–9 percent.

Relevant to the effects of time with parents on emotional solidarity is the difference in
explained variance between Models 2 and 3. When the effects of selected family demo-
graphic and student time-use characteristics have been factored in, the added increment
of explained variance attributable to time spent with parents is quite small, the increases
for 1977, 1989, and 1999, respectively, for solidarity with fathers at 2.2 percent, 4.1 per-
cent, and 1.5 percent, and for solidarity with mothers at 2.2 percent, 2.6 percent, and
2.2 percent.

Several other findings shown in Table 9 are relevant to trends in student characteristics
and time use as they apply to closeness to parents. (1) It used to be that boys were closer
to their fathers than girls; by 1999 that sex differential has largely disappeared, but girls
continue to feel closer to their mothers than do boys. (2) Occupational class, but not
race, is associated with closeness to fathers; boys from business-class families feel closer to
their fathers than do boys from working-class families. (3) Excluding time with parents,
categorized separately in Table 9, the only student time-use variable consistently related
to emotional closeness to parents is hours of homework. Students on the high end of
daily hours of homework feel closer to their parents than students who do little or no
homework. The “work” element implicit in the homework item suggests the possibility
that time with parents or family members in productive effort, as opposed to relaxation
or play, may positively impact emotional solidarity with parents.

DISCUSSION

We have reviewed several 75-year trends in variables originally used by the Lynds as in-
dicators of the changing “dominance” or importance of the family in contrast to other
Middletown institutions, along with a number of 22-year trends for variables lacking a
1924 numerical benchmark. The Lynds’ generalizations about family decline were largely
based on assumptions about observed changes in the space/time context of family life,

286



FAMILY TRENDS IN MIDDLETOWN
T

A
B

L
E

9.
E

st
im

at
ed

E
ff

ec
ts

(S
ta

n
da

rd
iz

ed
B

C
oe

ff
ic

ie
n

ts
)

of
Se

le
ct

ed
St

ud
en

t
C

h
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s,

M
ea

su
re

s
of

T
im

e
U

se
,

an
d

T
im

e
w

it
h

Pa
re

n
ts

on
Pe

rc
ei

ve
d

E
m

ot
io

n
al

So
lid

ar
it

y
w

it
h

Pa
re

n
ts

,M
id

dl
et

ow
n

H
ig

h
Sc

h
oo

lS
tu

de
n

ts
,1

97
7,

19
89

,a
n

d
19

99

E
m

ot
io

n
al

So
lid

ar
it

y
w

it
h

Fa
th

er

19
77

19
89

19
99

St
ud

en
tC

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s
Fa

m
.s

tr
uc

tu
re

(1
=

bo
th

pa
re

n
ts

)
0.

07
5∗

∗
0.

06
9∗

∗
0.

03
9

0.
14

0∗
∗

0.
12

3∗
∗

0.
07

3∗
∗

0.
11

3∗
∗

0.
11

2∗
∗

0.
06

4∗
G

en
de

r
(1

=
m

al
e)

0.
13

6∗
∗

0.
16

4∗
∗

0.
15

2∗
∗

0.
09

1∗
∗

0.
11

1∗
∗

0.
07

7∗
∗

0.
04

5
0.

06
9∗

0.
04

5
O

cc
.c

la
ss

(1
=

bu
si

n
es

s
cl

as
s)

0.
10

6∗
∗

0.
09

6∗
∗

0.
12

2∗
∗

0.
07

2∗
∗

0.
06

5∗
∗

0.
08

3∗
∗

0.
09

7∗
∗

0.
08

7∗
∗

0.
09

5∗
∗

R
ac

e
(1

=
w

h
it

e)
0.

03
2

0.
02

5
0.

00
1

−0
.0

41
−0

.0
19

0.
00

0
0.

04
9

0.
05

0
0.

05
6

St
ud

en
tT

im
e

U
se

T
V

h
ou

rs
,w

ee
kd

ay
s

—
0.

00
9

−0
.0

02
—

0.
03

8
0.

00
2

—
−0

.0
47

−0
.0

40
H

rs
em

pl
oy

ed
/w

ee
k

—
0.

01
3

0.
00

6
—

−0
.0

19
−0

.0
08

—
−0

.0
07

−0
.0

04
H

rs
h

om
ew

or
k

da
ily

—
0.

10
8∗

∗
0.

09
1∗

∗
—

0.
08

8∗
∗

0.
08

1∗
∗

—
0.

11
9∗

∗
0.

09
2∗

∗
E

ve
n

in
gs

h
om

e/
w

ee
k

—
0.

08
9∗

∗
0.

07
1∗

∗
—

0.
08

1∗
∗

0.
04

7
—

0.
03

3
0.

00
4

T
im

e
w

ith
Pa

re
nt

s
H

rs
w

it
h

m
ot

h
er

/w
ee

k
—

—
04

0
—

—
−0

.1
28

∗
—

—
−0

.0
60

H
rs

w
it

h
fa

th
er

/w
ee

k
—

0.
17

6∗
∗

—
0.

32
1∗

∗
—

—
0.

20
4∗

∗
—

—

R
2

0.
04

1
0.

06
3

0.
08

5
0.

03
4

0.
05

2
0.

09
3

0.
03

2
0.

05
4

0.
06

9
N

2,
26

1
1,

97
7

1,
57

1
1,

78
7

1,
69

6
1,

47
8

1,
19

7
1,

14
7

1,
04

8

E
m

ot
io

n
al

So
lid

ar
it

y
w

it
h

M
ot

h
er

19
77

19
89

19
99

St
ud

en
tC

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s
Fa

m
.s

tr
uc

tu
re

(1
=

bo
th

pa
re

n
ts

)
0.

04
5∗

0.
04

7∗
0.

06
2∗

0.
06

1∗
∗

0.
05

6∗
0.

06
6∗

∗
0.

04
5

0.
03

7
0.

06
5∗

G
en

de
r

(1
=

m
al

e)
−0

.0
96

∗∗
−0

.0
79

∗∗
−0

.0
89

∗∗
−0

.0
63

∗∗
−0

.0
39

−0
.0

50
∗

−0
.0

92
∗∗

−0
.0

79
∗∗

−0
.0

83
∗∗

O
cc

.c
la

ss
(1

=
bu

si
n

es
s

cl
as

s)
0.

03
1

0.
03

4
0.

05
6∗

0.
02

6
0.

00
0

0.
01

4
0.

03
6

0.
03

3
0.

04
5

R
ac

e
(1

=
w

h
it

e)
−0

.0
37

−0
.0

48
∗

−0
.0

49
∗

−0
.0

68
∗∗

−0
.0

62
∗∗

−0
.0

26
−0

.0
52

−0
.0

35
−0

.0
07

St
ud

en
tT

im
e

U
se

T
V

h
ou

rs
,w

ee
kd

ay
s

—
0.

01
1

0.
02

1
—

−0
.0

02
−0

.0
01

—
0.

05
8∗

0.
05

9
H

rs
em

pl
oy

ed
/w

ee
k

—
−0

.0
10

0.
00

9
—

−0
.0

50
∗

−0
.0

56
∗

—
−0

.0
24

−0
.0

25
H

rs
h

om
ew

or
k

da
ily

—
0.

12
3∗

∗
0.

11
1∗

∗
—

0.
11

4∗
∗

0.
09

4∗
∗

—
0.

09
7∗

∗
0.

07
5∗

E
ve

n
in

gs
h

om
e/

w
ee

k
—

0.
08

8∗
∗

0.
08

2∗
∗

—
0.

02
1

−0
.0

17
—

0.
07

6∗
0.

05
1

T
im

e
w

ith
Pa

re
nt

s
H

rs
w

it
h

m
ot

h
er

/w
ee

k
—

—
0.

17
5∗

∗
—

—
0.

25
8∗

∗
—

—
0.

25
8∗

∗
H

rs
w

it
h

fa
th

er
/w

ee
k

—
—

−0
.0

69
—

—
−0

.1
18

∗
—

—
−0

.1
79

∗∗

R
2

0.
01

3
0.

04
4

0.
06

6
0.

01
2

0.
03

0
0.

05
6

0.
01

4
0.

03
7

0.
05

9
N

2,
39

7
2,

10
7

1,
65

4
1,

92
9

1,
83

5
1,

58
6

1,
29

7
1,

24
8

1,
13

7
∗ p

<
0.

05
;∗

∗ p
<

0.
01

.

287



CITY & COMMUNITY

specifically, changes in occupancy of family space and in the allocation of time to family
activities. The Lynds assumed but did not specify a linear, additive relation between family
decline and nonfamily space/time utilization.

We have argued that the space/time indicators used by the Lynds are problematic
as correlates of family solidarity, and that neither evidence of stability nor of change in
the number of evenings spent at home or sources of spending money says much about
family centeredness or family solidarity. Nor do changes in student preference for the
space/time-relevant options in questions about topics of family disagreement or desirable
traits of parents relate unambiguously to family solidarity or decline.

Of all characteristics on students’ families for which the Lynds published data suitable
for anchoring trends, only one—sources of sex information—seems directly relevant to
parent-child solidarity, and that one reflects considerations of neither space nor time, but
of communication. Analysis of more suitable measures of both the family’s space/time
context and its emotional dimensions, available in the 1977 and later surveys, further il-
lustrates the problems of treating space/time as a straightforward variable independent of
considerations of meaning. Students overwhelmingly endorse mother and father spend-
ing time with them and respecting their opinions as key parental traits, yet over the period
1977–1999 the trend is for parents to spend less time with their children. Despite this de-
cline, there is no evidence of a widening generation gap; if anything, emotional solidarity
with parents is higher in 1999.

We end at a position calling into question some of the traditional notions about family
time and family solidarity. The finding of a relatively weak association between contact
time with parents and emotional solidarity with them, and the rejection of the linear model
of family space/time forced on us by the reconsideration of the Lynds’ assumptions about
family “dominance” in light of the 75-year trends, place us within the framework of Daly’s
(2001) “deconstruction of family time.” Daly’s approach does not discount the importance
of children’s time with parents, but he argues that family time as lived is vastly different
from its idealizations, and highlights “a dramatic discordance between the expectations
and experiences of family time” (2001, p. 283) that is congruent with the patterns we have
observed in Middletown.

Our findings do not come down squarely on either side of the “quantity time” ver-
sus “quality time” debate, but rather seem to suggest, in line with several recent studies
(Boyd, 2002; Christensen, 2002; Galinsky, 1999), that the oppositional dichotomy between
quantity and quality is not the best way to conceptualize family time. Instead, attention
to the complex “qualities of time,” by analyzing “fuller, more detailed and representative
accounts of the varied aspects of time that matter for children” (Christensen, 2002, p. 87)
would seem a more productive approach.

For Middletown families, it might be argued that the combination of increased rates
of parental separation or father absence and maternal employment have added to the
stresses of family life, with potentially negative outcomes not revealed in the limited set
of indicators we have considered. On the other hand, granted such stresses, the mainte-
nance of stable or enhanced rates of intergenerational emotional solidarity over the past
generation must rank as a notable achievement, a tribute to the strength and adaptability
of contemporary families despite stress or “crisis.”

Middletown families of 1999 were, in many important ways, somewhat different from
those of 1977, and strikingly different from the families of 1924. Many former “family
functions,” ranging from sex education through the preparation of meals, were once
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more home based than they had become by 1999. However, it is not at all clear that the
more “fully functioned” families of 1924 or even 1977 were necessarily stronger, more
solidary, or more “centered” in terms of meaning to and closeness among their members.

An application to family trends of Durkheim’s notions of organic versus mechanical
solidarity in modernization processes might be in order. With respect to perceived close-
ness to parents, agreeing with them, and wanting to grow up to be like them—attributes
relevant more to mechanical solidarity than functional interdependence—one cannot say
that the students of 1999 are less tightly bound to their parents than were the students of
the previous generation. At least in these respects, Middletown students seem insulated
from the widely reported national trend toward “rapidly loosening family bonds” (e.g.,
Putnam, 2000, p. 101).

We would not generalize beyond Middletown, but our case study of this once-typical
middle-American city yields some potentially fruitful leads for future work. If quantitative
differences in parental “contact time” or children’s time at home account for less than
10 percent of the variation in perceived closeness to parents, then it seems appropriate to
focus research on other predictors of emotional solidarity in families, including the quali-
tative dimensions of parent-child time together and variations in the meaning of that time
from the perspectives of both parents and children. Also, it seems that easy generalizations
about “family decline” or the “dominance” of the family based on assumptions about the
simple additive nature of contact hours or time spent in family space are suspect. The
modernist assumption that family space and time are stable, arithmetic constructs may
need rethinking.

The view from Middletown at century’s end, with reference to the handful of indicators
considered here, is perhaps less sanguine than that of the 1982 report that the city’s families
“compare favorably in most respects with their prototypes of two generations ago” (Caplow
et al., 1982, p. 336), yet on balance our findings lend more support to the “family solidarity”
thesis that emphasizes the continued flexibility and viability of Middletown families than
to the notion of family decline or collapse. On the basis of student reports, parents are
spending somewhat less time with their children than formerly, a trend reflecting, in
part, a change in the likelihood that students will be living with their biological fathers
(down over the 22-year period from 72 percent to 60 percent) and in the probability
that their mothers will be employed full time outside the home (up from 38 percent to
61 percent). Yet measures of emotional closeness to parents are either stable or slightly
increased over the same period, suggesting the need for attention to varying perspectives
on and interpretations of the meanings of parent-child togetherness.

Given the nature of the data sets, these findings are of limited generality. As noted
earlier, the results reported here are from one small city. Moreover, they represent only
the viewpoints of children, and only one category of children at that, namely, teenaged
children attending high school. Estimates of contact time or family solidarity might be
different for younger children. In addition, there is evidence that the method of direct
retrospective questioning about time use, even for recent periods, is less reliable than
time-diary methods (Sandberg and Hofferth, 2001, p. 425). In the context of replication,
we proceed on the assumption that repeating the original measurement mode in a subse-
quent but similar context holds measurement errors more or less constant, but we cannot
demonstrate that this is so.

At the same time, we would not minimize the potential strengths of the Middletown
replications. There is a place for the case study as well as the national sample (Feagin,
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Orum, and Sjoberg, 1991), and in contrast to the more typical studies of family time from
the perspectives of parents (Robinson and Godbey, 1997; Gershuny, 2000) or from samples
consisting entirely or mainly of preadolescent children (Christensen, 2002; Hofferth and
Sandberg, 2001; Galinsky, 1999), the Middletown high school samples are both very large
and usefully focused on the teenage years,

The burden of the present study is less one of family “decline” or reduced “dominance”
than of apparent continuity, viability, and adaptability. Middletown’s families continue to
exhibit what, in an earlier report, Theodore Caplow characterized as “a curious continuity
of change” in which “the ever-widening generation gap . . . never manages to change the
relationships between parents and children” (Caplow et al., 1982, p. 20).
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